of potsherds on a classroom table. His survey course on Asian art is imprinted in the memories of former undergraduate students who may have been majors in medieval art or modern art. 5 Even former US State Department employees sent to Cornell for Southeast Asian language and area studies training rue having missed the opportunity to take his courses. 6 It is with no theatrical excess that some of his former graduate students, now senior scholars in established institutions, point to him saying that this is where it all began, or that they owe their career to him. 7 Despite having retired almost 20 years ago, O'Connor continues to serve on doctoral committees and raise acute suggestions, ranging from questions of language and representation to deeper inquiries of a more philosophical nature. He has been known to create shifts both subtle and profound in the very paradigms of his students' projects. To this day, whether they be foragers of ancient beads or sherds or participant-observers of "the contemporary", O'Connor's students continue to be inspired by the way he has expressed our enchanted and perplexed relationship with the art we are studying from Southeast Asia. 
{

Stanley J. O'Connor (SJO):
When I began graduate study in 1951, there was no course offered on Southeast Asia. It was when I joined the CIA in 1952 that I first began to learn about the region. It would be difficult, now, to imagine how few scholars were doing research within Southeast Asia, how very limited our knowledge base in the US academy actually was. Once the region moved from the periphery of US policy to a central focus with both anti-colonial struggle and the developing military involvement with Vietnam, the situation became quite dire because of an imbalance between a growing national interest and diminished capabilities for assessing policy alternatives.
I was given a study leave in 1959 and I elected to spend the academic year at Cornell with its Southeast Asia Program. A few of its Data Papers had crossed my desk, and they offered fundamental studies remarkable for their acuity and which were based on informed encounters in the field. Very little prepared me for the intense, high-energy atmosphere of 102, West Avenue, SEAP's building for graduate students, which was the centre of its intellectual life. I was soon caught up in the general fever.
Aside from the brilliant students who had been drawn to a region that seemed to offer so much to explore, what was remarkable was the way an area and language programme brings people from varied disciplinary perspectives to work alongside each other on what they had in common: fascination with place, things showing up in a seemingly protean physical and social context. There was a present-mindedness about all this, a focus on actions done and actions undergone; an intertwining of the creative energies of the material environment with human wishes and imagination.
I soon realised that I wanted to be part of this scene and especially to learn how the past of the region had prepared the shape of the present. After returning to Washington for a year to repay my study leave, I returned to Cornell in 1961 as a graduate student.
PNC: Who were your teachers? What did each of them bring to bear on your own approach to the material and, later, your own pedagogical methods?
SJO: Oliver Wolters was teacher, friend and a formative influence. He developed a constantly evolving and deepening picture of what it might have been to be alive in ancient Southeast Asia. He discriminated patterns of behaviour, of ruling tendencies, patterns that persisted in the region over many centuries. For example, he developed a subtle form of historical connection, something beyond influence and response, so that in studying the obvious embrace in Southeast Asia of categories of thought shared with India, he would trace the creative employment of these cognitive structures within local realities. We are familiar with this today in the nexus of the global and the local. No one before him had charted, so imaginatively, the contours of his chosen field of study or had employed, to such stunning effect, such a wide range of sources and methods. I should add that my own work on the settlements and art of southern Thailand was inspired by his quest for the trading kingdom of Srivijaya and its kind of historical geography, with its sailing charts, Chinese diplomatic reports and inscriptions. I was already fascinated with Singapore before I became a student at Cornell. It is at the hinge between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea and thus as at the crossroads of world trade. The strategic importance also of the Straits of Malacca is an inescapable fact of geography, and add to this that something like half the world's tin supply is found in southern Thailand. I was naturally drawn to the region even before I began to look at archaeological reports with their massive debris of broken Chinese and Middle Eastern potsherds, which was the residue of international trade. This was the framework within which it was possible to believe that a search on the ground for ancient settlements and works of art would be an exciting thesis topic. Aside from the writings of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, most of my other teachers have been friends and graduate students with whom I have worked. One who ignited my interest in seeing place as a web of inference in which the bits and pieces of the world are magnetised into a coherence by our actions, our attention and our habit of life was Tom Harrisson. By joining topographical fact with experience and imagination in his survey of the Sarawak River Delta, he was able to bring a muddy, irresolute and recalcitrant landscape into a compassable order. A great way to see the lives of things caught in the flow of existence. And, of course, since Harrisson was a naturalist, social scientist, archaeologist and museum director, everything gets connected to everything else. Sometimes the force, freshness and energy of his voice rather overwhelmed the sobriety of his intent, resulting in some passages of jittery, serpentine, figurative prose. What I found attractive was his pure beguilement by life, a hard, bright, vitalising core of wonder.
From Alexander Griswold, I had an example of iconographic and formal analysis employed in the service of large and important research questions. He contributed greatly in demonstrating that Southeast Asian art history could be a vital field of study. For example, Alex introduced me to cultural geography with his study of replications in Burma, Thailand and China of the sanctuary marking the actual site of the Buddha's enlightenment in India. While the Mahabodhi sanctuary was and remains a great pilgrimage destination, it was, nevertheless, possible to transpose the sense of a sacred landscape to the In several essays, Alex described the procedures of the sculptors in the casting of a bronze Buddha image. Together with the consecration rituals, one experiences the intertwining of the perceptual, physical presence with the embodied sense of its reception as a living encounter. This is also made remarkably alive by Michael Ondaatje in his description of a consecration ritual in Sri Lanka in the concluding page of his novel Anil's Ghost. 
PNC: In your writing, there is a strong attachment to metalworking and the phenomenology of molten and reconstituted materials. What was the source of this fascination?
SJO: Under Tom's direction, the Sarawak Museum staff and local villagers spent many seasons excavating the ancient trading station and iron-working centre that was under the ground at Santubong. He invited me to participate in the last season of work in 1966, and it was that experience that ignited my interest in the symbolic aspects of metallurgy. At one of the major sites, Jaong, the great tonnage of iron slag and ceramics was mixed in and around a series of enigmatic petroglyphs with their baffling messages. There were also a number of burials under an extensive plane of hornfels pebbles, some of which contained gold-foil covers for the eyes. Perhaps the dead were the viewers for whom the petroglyphs were intended. It was a bewildering mix of an industry of long duration and significant scale, empirical in process but touched seemingly with symbolic meaning. I began to see that the smith and the smelter, as masters of process and the transformation of matter, were also actors in spiritual salvation and release. It was not difficult to find that this intuition was widely shared in ancient Southeast Asia.
Relief of smithy at Candi Sukuh, central Java. On the left is a smith forging a weapon. In the centre is a dancing elephant-headed figure. On the far right is an assistant operating the traditional double-piston bellows of Southeast Asia. Photograph by Stanley J. O'Connor and the subject of his essay "Metallurgy and Immortality at Caṇḍi Sukuh, Central Java", Indonesia SJO: Claire Holt was a visiting faculty member in the Southeast Asia Program, which arranged for me to attend one course she organised on Indonesian art. Although she was a significant presence among the graduate students focusing on Indonesia, she was not a member of the art history faculty and I saw relatively little of her. Her wide embrace of the arts of daily life, including modern art, was much to be admired, and unusual for the period in which she was writing her book on Indonesian art.
It was not until the 1980s that students at Cornell were developing the nascent academic study of contemporary art in Southeast Asia. This is a subject pioneered by Claire Holt, but it took years before students found their way to making it the centre of their academic life. I was dragged along by their enthusiasm, despite previously attending to research on early Southeast Asia.
PNC:
In his essay for Studies in Southeast Asian Art, Oliver Wolters provided the following analogy: "At the time I likened him to a bomber pilot, flying serenely through bursts of flak." 11 
What was it like to teach Southeast Asian art in the US university classroom in the 1970s and 1980s? Do you think institutional attitudes toward Southeast Asian art have significantly evolved since?
SJO: Southeast Asian Studies grew in response to events following World War II and was dominated by the social sciences. The impetus for funding was the need for a knowledge base adequate to support initiatives in a region where US interests were engaged. Both private foundations and government support increased dramatically and social science faculty appointments came out of these funds.
In 1964, when I started teaching Southeast Asian art, the subject was not really visible in the American academy. In the 1960s and into the 1970s there was rather little graduate student interest in this field of art history, and it was not at all clear that teaching jobs would open up. Richard Cooler was a pioneering student and he wrote a valuable thesis, which was later published, on the afterlife of bronze drums in the uplands of Burma and Thailand. John Miksic was an anthropology student who also studied art history. He has contributed greatly to our knowledge of early Southeast Asian culture. The same is true of Edmund Edwards McKinnon and Barbara Harrisson. The latter, it should be noted, earned the rare distinction of being awarded an honorary doctorate from Tulane University while still enrolled at Cornell as a PhD candidate.
In terms of pedagogy, at that time there was very little to read that would engage a broad undergraduate audience. Insofar as the subject was developed at all, it was treated as an annex to South Asian art. For example, Sherman Lee's A History of Far Eastern Art allotted 25 of its almost 500 pages to the subject. 12 The bibliography for that section lists nine books. That was in 1973. While colonial scholars had written brilliant specialised studies mostly focused on the major architectural monuments of the region, those in French and Dutch were not available to undergraduates.
At the beginning, the burning questions were pedagogical. I certainly did not have a clear vision of what art history could or should be. I was, however, greatly aware that the subject was framed at Cornell by its association with an area and language programme with its own energies and imagination, emphasising the present and offering the perspectives of several specialised disciplines, each churning in its own competence, but providing a rounded vision of human effort in a common space. Perhaps, as a consequence, I began to see art as a basic human impulse to give visibility to existence, to create a space of resonances between material fact and human consciousness. This conjunction is what art history studies. At its essence, it is a reasoned reflection on the connection between visual form and human experience. The questions that seem to me to matter are existential. The object of inquiry is a physically embodied form whose properties, meanings and effects only emerge in time through the interests and desires of those who view it, use it and value it. Because of its in-betweenness, art is never simply contained in its perceptual form but is framed by the social imagination. Thus art history is not governed by any single logic of inquiry or body of empirical theory but is, instead, a bundle of activities, each responsive to diverse critical and theoretical discourses that have proven productive in their employment. I should add that this last sentence is much influenced by M.H. Abrams' essay "What's the Use of Theorizing about the Arts?". 13 As for your question about the evolution of institutional attitudes towards Southeast Asian arts, the answer is yes. Today, there are many people in universities and museums with a specialisation in that field. There is a lot being published and at a very high level of intellectual energy. 
My question has to do with the fact that these fields-Southeast Asian art and contemporary art-were, and are, in a sense, undisciplined fields by virtue of their interdisciplinarity. Some of this integration of approaches and disciplinary methods is discussed in your essay on humane literacy and Southeast Asian art. 17 While the blurring of boundaries has certainly provided new lenses and enriched our understanding of such objects and their lifeworlds, in my view, the line between anthropology and art history in relation to Southeast Asian art has been the finest and, at times, produced a space of discomfort. It is the overemphasis on context, a tendency to read contemporary artworks as signs of tradition and historical representation, that has fallen under criticism. Have you ever been concerned about the possibility that such studies of Southeast Asian art could be critiqued for falling under the purview of anthropology rather than art history, further undermining the case for it to be taught, in its own right, in academic departments of art history?
SJO: It has been 29 years since the publication of Writing Culture by James Clifford and George Marcus, 18 and since then many anthropologists are wondering about the boundaries between literature and anthropology. Archaeology, as a positivist science, is confronted with post-processual archaeologies that are influenced by recent continental thought with its anti-realist direction. Disciplinary boundary-keeping is why the culture conflicts of the recent past have been so heated.
Art history has not been untouched by these tensions in how we consider the work to exist in history or what potential agency it might have in shaping the world we make and share together. Whether as a critical or social practice, or an interpretive strategy, art history is caught up in the creative destruction that characterises intellectual life. But what is central remains: the primacy of the created work itself. People are drawn to study about art by the same impulse that makes them deepen their engagement with such other realms of absorbing human interest as religion or literature. Learning here is fluid and interdependent, and is progressive or developmental only in the sense that it deepens and becomes linked to pertinent contexts and, usually, a plurality of theoretical approaches. Its study may be organised by period, place, medium or topic but I would urge that its aim should be preparation for engaging with the art of one's own time as part of the ongoing definition of the self.
I don't think the practice of art history would be confused with the anthropology curriculum. While two of the scholars I have worked with, Nora A. Taylor and Kaja McGowan, have an extensive background in anthropology, which is reflected in their approach, both of them place the aesthetic experience as the central focus of their work.
PNC: What challenges did you face as an advisor when several of your students delved into the uncharted territory of scripting narratives of modern and contemporary Southeast Asian art? What did you learn from your graduate students working on those topics?
SJO:
The challenge was nicely put by Apinan Poshyananda when writing of the contemporary art scene in Thailand in 1993: "Everything is in a real mess but full of vivacity and vibrancy." 19 He was writing in the book that accompanied the first Asia-Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art in 1993, which marked the fully realised appearance of an art world that was both centre-less and boundaryless. The title of the book was Tradition and Change: Contemporary Art of Asia and the Pacific, and acknowledged that contemporary art came trailing clouds of a rich tradition, located not in featureless space but at the nexus of the global and the local.
It was to be expected that the gifted students who came to Cornell during this time of ferment would find their way into the contemporary art field. Among the issues that they had to grasp were whether, in the face of such change, would today's art replenish itself from the extraordinarily vital achievement of tradition of which all of them had a considerable knowledge, or is the past fated to sink into memory. Would the cosmopolitan art of the present necessarily base itself on an adversarial relation with tradition? Would there be an irresistible homogenisation of art worlds under the pressure of instant communication, the spread of global capitalism and, with it, the high-octane fuel of fast money?
How would artists who were formally producing work for the monastery, court or village begin to develop another audience and market?
What I think we were all learning is that artworks are not self-subsistent entities sealed in their perceptual boundaries. Instead, they may be seen as embodied energies that become present in a socially imagined horizon. We are not referring to meaning at a theoretical level, but simply the way people get on in the world, the expectations they have of how things fit together. Ultimately this sense of the social imagination has its first formulation in the work of Cornelius Castoriadis, but has recently been restated by Charles Taylor SJO: Let's turn this around and ask: Why was it difficult initially to persuade university administrators to expand Southeast Asian studies in the 1960s despite a growing US strategic involvement with the region? It was a hard sell because it was distant, not well known, and Asia itself was not the economic power it has now become. Globalisation and technological change have altered the condition of life everywhere; space has shrunk dramatically; Asia is on course to becoming the dominant economy in the world.
The rocket fuel for a commercial art world is disposable income and a market in which producers and patrons are brought together through a network of public institutions such as art galleries, critics, innovative curators, artists' associations, media, auctions and grandly visible occasions such as biennial exhibitions. But, of all these enabling conditions, money is the indispensable element, whether from the private sector, non-profit foundations or government.
A few statistics: Bangkok, in 2013, surpassed London as the world's most popular tourist destination. Its shopping malls are thronged. After Qatar and Switzerland, Singapore has the most millionaires per capita. There are more Louis Vuitton stores in Hong Kong than in Paris, and it has the highest per capita numbers of Mercedes Benz automobiles. Tiffany & Co. does 37 per cent of its business in the Asia-Pacific market.
While the material conditions of life are greatly altered and demand an art adequate to these new realities in Southeast Asia, changes in the global art world itself provide the grounds for its rise to international visibility. Nothing could be more important than the de-centring of the art world. It is, for example, no longer possible to produce a book on the triumph of American painting or to argue for the centrality of Paris, nor to invoke the spectre of derivativeness. In the new fluidity and entanglements of a multi-centric art world, Southeast Asia is not a transit hub for some metropolitan destination. It is to be expected that the study of Southeast Asian art will expand to meet this challenge. 
PNC:
SJO:
Criticism is always responsive to the work of its moment and is framed by one or another theoretical lens. When everything is possible all at once, as is the case today, art is no longer approached as a study in linked development. This rather diminishes the kind of formal criticism practised in the 1960s and 1970s. Given the quite promiscuous and entangled nature of a global art market and the speed with which it is made present everywhere, it is very difficult to see the artwork as a self-sufficient world of its own or as a heterocosm. Nor does art seem very distant from life, and it seems incapable of being a mirror of any tightly bounded fraction or section of reality but is, instead, to borrow a phrase from Wallace Stevens, "an insolid billowing of the solid". 22 Some of the criticism that I do see is pragmatic. That is, it finds that through semiotic reading the work is instrumental towards effecting some end, usually of a change in political or moral consciousness.
Poets in the past have written some of the best art criticism. I once made lists of poet-critics and gave up when they became too lengthy. Baudelaire commands the 19th century, but today think of John Ashberry, Frank O'Hara, John Updike, Yves Bonnefoy, Zbigniew Herbert, Octavio Paz. If we turn to another great body of criticism, which is Chinese, and where there is a mutuality of writing and representation, we also find that many literati painters were also poets. Much of the criticism was actually written on the colophons attached to paintings. Much of it has the compression, allusiveness and energy of poetry.
Perhaps there are poets in Southeast Asia who are writing art criticism. Is this the case? So is criticism employing the figurative resources of language or is much of it adopting the straitened rhetoric of the social sciences? Your question is practical because every classroom lecturer about art is also necessarily a critic. Somehow, there must be a crossing over from a realm of dense physicality through another medium that is language. Metaphor is itself a crossing-over of one thing into another, and figurative language seems to be inescapable in bringing people to see a coherence which is, of course, what critics and teachers do. Simply pointing to features of a work is also a critical argument, a way of making things show up so they can be experienced as attuned to a sense of a meaningful whole. Nor do I mean to suggest that neither art nor its criticism have a critical function. Knowing about art, or finding its meaning are not unworthy goals, but they are supervenient upon encountering it as presence. 
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